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Private Collections in the Public Space

The long association of collectors with museums has come under greater scrutiny in recent years and has been particularly in the public eye in the past few months.  I think it’s worth taking a moment to reflect on the historical connections between collectors and museums as we consider how these relationships are being expressed in the modern day.  Since their founding in the late nineteenth century, American art museums relied on works from private collectors to fill their galleries.  These private loans were the basis for many of our museums’ first special exhibitions—and over time the collectors’ belief in the institution’s civic and public purpose often encouraged a gift or bequest of works of art to the institution. Today, fully 90% of all objects in museums in the United States are the result of gifts from private individuals.

The members of AAMD recognize both the very real public benefit that derives from these relationships, as well as the issues museums must take into account today when working with collectors.  We believe it is critical to maintain a balance between the benefit to the public of exhibiting privately owned works against the potential for conflicts of interest and the undermining of curatorial authority.  In addition, because the monetary value of any work of art is arguably enhanced through exhibition in a public museum, museums must be mindful of showing works that may soon be destined for the marketplace.  All these issues must be weighed by an institution as it makes the decision to go forward with exhibitions that include works from private collections. A museum must be prepared to explain its decision in light of its mission and policies and the ethics of the field.  To address this subject, AAMD published a position paper in 2007 entitled “Art Museums, Private Collectors, and the Public Benefit” to help guide museums on these matters and to complement the guidelines of the American Association of Museums.  While these documents cannot address every aspect of institutional responsibility, they focus on the core responsibilities museums bear in this area.

The market for works of art and the ethical guidelines involving its relationship to public institutions are different and more complex in the twenty-first century and museums must be sensitive to these differences.  But the fundamental principle—that relationships between private collectors and museums can benefit the public in unique and important ways—remains as true today as it was a century ago.  The taste and vision of private individuals in assembling collections of works of art is fascinating to audiences.  Works never before seen can be appreciated and studied and many of those works can and do become part of the public patrimony.  While museums must exercise responsibility in displaying works owned by private collectors, as museum directors we should not retreat from organizing exhibitions from private collections as we fulfill our public mission.  
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